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To the three great loves of my life: Gary, Josh and Teri.


And to every entrepreneur who each day takes one more step of courage and never gives up their dream.




Man cannot discover new oceans unless he first has the courage to lose sight of the shore.


André Gide





PROLOGUE


The journalist is curious, as she has to be. ‘So, we know you can create amazing fragrances, but tell us something about Jo Malone that we don’t know.’


That question always makes me smile because I have long understood that people know more about my fragrances than they do about me. Such is the power of branding.


So I tell her what she and everyone else never expects to hear. ‘Well, I’m not the posh bird everyone thinks I am. I was raised on a council estate, dropped out of school at fifteen, and have zero qualifications. I’m also dyslexic. I struggle to tell the time, often get confused between my left and right, and can barely drive. I’ve actually never been brilliant at anything except for making fragrances. And I didn’t even understand that much when I first started out with four plastic jugs, two saucepans, and a wing and a prayer.’


It’s almost become my stock response to the question everyone thinks will stump me – many of my speeches start in a similar vein – and it always elicits a look of surprise.


I’m in Dublin, doing a round of interviews ahead of a breakfast event where I’ll be ‘in conversation with’ Melanie Morris, the editor-in-chief of IMAGE magazine. On the five hundred chairs at that event, each member of the audience will walk in to find a Jo Loves gift bag waiting for them. And that’s something else that I find tends to surprise people.


Strangely, it doesn’t seem to be common knowledge that I’m no longer a part of the company I first founded, Jo Malone London – and I haven’t been since 2006. Jo Loves is a whole new personal venture, which I launched in 2011 after five years away from the industry.


As sure as night follows day, someone will approach me after the breakfast event and say, ‘I had absolutely no idea you’d left Jo Malone!’ It happens all the time. I don’t blame people for not knowing – there was hardly any PR at the time of my departure, and my name remains on product all over the world. But that name and my identity have had to become two very different things in recent years.


‘Why did you choose to do it all over again?’ the journalist asks.


I’ve often asked myself that same question.


‘The truth is that the hunger and spirit that was there in the beginning still lives within me.’


‘Where does that hunger come from?’


‘Where does anyone’s drive come from?’ I ask. ‘I suppose it all started in my childhood . . .’





PART ONE


Roots






ONE


Crackling fire. Burnt sulphur. Wet leaves. Charred wood. Toffee apples. And the kind of grimy, wispy smoke that leaves its invisible trace on clothes. In a life to be governed by the sense of smell, my nose likes to imagine that these were the aromas in the air as I arrived in the world on Bonfire Night 1963.


Named Joanne Malone, I was the first of two daughters to Eileen and Andy. Mum, then aged thirty-one, said she was instantly enamoured with me that first night at St Stephen’s Hospital (now Chelsea and Westminster). ‘You were like this perfect, little French doll, and I used to sit and stare at you, observing every detail.’


Dad, several years her senior, probably didn’t envisage becoming a parent in his late thirties but doubtless took it in his stride. I would eventually learn that he had great adaptability when it came to dealing with the unexpected.


For a short while, we lived in a poky bedsit above a garage in Hayes Hill, outside Bromley. Dad was a draftsman at a local double-glazing firm, and Mum, like her father, had worked for the gas board, but their two meagre wages barely covered the rent. I can’t imagine what it must have been like, squeezed into a place not big enough to swing a cat, but my optimistic parents would have likely convinced themselves that their fortunes would soon change. Sure enough, when I was about six months old, we moved to a semi-detached, two-up, two-down in Barnehurst, near Bexleyheath, on the south-east fringes of London’s suburbs, then part of the Crayford Urban District of Kent.


A street of uniform, sandy-bricked properties on a council estate would become my home for the next sixteen years. My bedroom was at the front, above the living room, overlooking a small patch of grass and low brick wall. At the rear, above the kitchen, Mum and Dad’s room had a view of the oblong back garden, and a neighbouring block of flats. The house must have felt huge compared to a bedsit, but there was only one problem in the week before we moved in – we didn’t have a stitch of furniture except for my cot. Dad told Mum not to worry; he’d sort it. And he did, with forty-eight hours to spare.


Mum hadn’t a clue what he’d chosen as they drove to Barnehurst, with me asleep in her arms. Ideally, she would have preferred to pick out the furniture as a couple, but Dad had wanted to surprise and impress. Mum figured that if the dapper way he dressed was any measure, then he would choose well.


But she soon discovered that while clothes maketh the man, they don’t necessarily maketh the interior designer. ‘I walked in with you still asleep,’ she told me, ‘and my heart sank – he’d kitted out the whole place in dark brown. Dark brown sofa, dark brown dining table, dark brown chairs, dark brown armchair. And green and brown cheap velvet curtains!’


As a young woman sensitive to the approval of others, and because she didn’t wish to hurt Dad’s feelings, she didn’t verbalise her displeasure; instead, she forced a smile and learned to live with it. As to where the furniture came from, she preferred not to ask about that either. Dad said he’d bought it on the never-never, to be paid off in weekly instalments. Mum privately doubted him, suspecting that he’d won it by gambling.


My dad was a dab hand at poker, playing at casinos or the homes of people in his social circle. He was a real wheeler-dealer, too. If opponents couldn’t pay, he’d claim the equivalent value in whatever else they could stump up. Like a set of furniture, for example. In the end, Mum needn’t have worried – the payment arrangements proved legitimate – but she could never be sure when it came to any new purchase or gift. All that mattered on this occasion was that she had somewhere to put down roots, to feel secure, and to be with the man she loved. When you’ve made do in a bedsit, landing your own house on an estate is going up in the world.


These humble beginnings illustrate the theme of my childhood: the sense of struggle, the just-about-getting-by, and the resourcefulness of two hard-working people who did everything they could to keep the balls in the air. I wouldn’t know any other way to live or be. If we could make ends meet week after week, then we were in good shape.


•  •  •


Mum grew up in Harrow with her parents, Len and Edie, and two sisters, Vera and Dorothy, enjoying a close-knit, contented, working-class life. But as much as she was positively influenced by her parents, she yearned for something more, something unknowable, something beyond the pedestrian pace of the suburbs. No wonder, then, that the bright lights of London proved enticing.


Mum’s sense of style belonged in the capital, too. She prided herself on being the best-dressed woman in town. Together with her best friend from the gas board, Irene, she would head into the city to sample its nightclubs as a more stable, post-war era heralded better times for everyone. Regardless of how little money she had, Mum always dressed to the nines. She was a real lady, and I mean that in a graceful not a grand sense; in the way she carried herself, the first impression she sought to make, and the proper manners she upheld.


For me, this practised poise is illustrated in a treasured photo showing my infant self sitting between her and Aunty Dot in our back garden. Mum is sat on the steps, hands folded on her lap, knees together, looking the epitome of well-put-together grace, with not a hair out of place. Yet, behind that serene demeanour, there existed a restless spirit. And if it’s true that she sought something more exciting and unpredictable, she got what she wished for in Dad.


Tall, broad-shouldered, with a Clark Gable-esque panache, he was also someone whose pristine appearance belied his more humble roots – from his hand-made leather shoes, the silk ties, and classical gold wristwatch, to the sharp Chesterfield suits that finished off his look. I can well imagine that when my parents stepped out together, they looked quite the couple, driving around in whatever second-hand Mercedes or BMW Dad drove at the time.


They met in a nightclub in central London. Dad was out with friends and Mum was working part-time in the cloakroom. Apparently, they fell in love the moment she handed him the ticket for his overcoat. Andy Malone was new to London, having recently moved from north of the border, yet he had only the slightest hint of a Scottish accent. Mum would later learn that he was actually English but had moved after being orphaned at the age of seven.


His father had been killed in the Great War and then his mother died indirectly from breast cancer – she suffered a fatal haemorrhage in the days after undergoing surgery to have a mastectomy. Dad was taken in by his grandparents, Ginger and Agnes – the only names I heard him reference.


Ginger was a gamekeeper on a landed estate in the Scottish Highlands, where he created the most idyllic childhood for his grandson. In later years, Dad would regale me with the odd story, telling us how he’d go poaching and ‘sit with my hand in the river, tickling the salmon and, as they shot out of the water, I’d catch one and put it in the pocket down the side of my trousers, ready to sell to the local hotels’. Or there was the time, as a nine-year-old, when he was a ‘beater’, braying a stick on the ground to flush out wild game for hunting parties. During one lunch break on the moors, he ended up sharing a sandwich on a stump, sitting beside the King of Egypt who, apparently, was a guest of the Duke of Buccleuch. Knowing Dad, these may well have been tall tales with a grain of truth – he was a bit Alice in Wonderland when it came to storytelling – but I didn’t care. I wanted to hear his stories again and again because the things he spoke of, and the life he’d led, seemed a world away to a girl on a council estate in Kent.


Dad’s carefully selected and often repeated anecdotes never strayed into personal territory, though, almost as if he had erected his own wall on the border, keeping his past from encroaching any further. There was obviously a life before us, but it was never a topic I heard him discuss. I’m not even sure Mum asked too many questions, probably because she was focused on their happy-ever-after.


A dynamic couple with similar values, they were young, carefree, and passionately in love. Dad was certainly extroverted, and I think his more gregarious spirit gradually coaxed out Mum’s confidence. He spoiled her, taking her to some of London’s fancy restaurants and casinos. That’s where she first noticed his penchant for gambling, understanding that poker was how he made some extra money. The fact that he seemed to win more than he lost can only have added to his air of apparent invincibility. Andy Malone worked hard and played hard, and was clearly fun company.


By day, they held down regular, nine-to-five jobs, but that was never more than a means to an end. Life for them was about the evenings, weekends and being together: what they would do, where they would go, what they would wear, and the good times they would enjoy. Then came the Arctic, record-breaking winter of January and February 1963.


From New Year’s Day onwards, London, like most of the country, was blanketed in a thick layer of snow sealed to the streets by temperatures of minus two degrees Celsius – cold enough to turn the upper reaches of the River Thames into a skating rink. ‘The Big Freeze’ lasted two months. Buses and trains didn’t run, rubbish didn’t get collected, and power cuts – aided and abetted by unions issuing ‘work to rule’ orders – became frequent, which led to the closure of nightclubs, cinemas, casinos, and theatres. People even resorted to wearing their coats at home and work in order to keep warm.


I don’t know how Mum and Dad were personally affected because they never mentioned anything but, one thing’s for sure, it certainly would have curtailed their socialising. I dare say they had never spent so many nights indoors. Maybe that explains why, one day in March, Mum found out she was pregnant.


And that’s where I would come in, eight months later.


•  •  •


Smells unlock my every memory, like I’m moving through a sensory doorway to the past where all my senses translate into a scent or an aroma, conjuring a vivid recall. Transported to a specific time and place, I’m suddenly seeing, hearing, tasting and touching everything around me. This link between the sense of smell and human emotion would be one of the truths of fragrance I would come to understand, and it’s well known that Marcel Proust was the first to write about this phenomenon. But no description better sums it up than the one from Patrick Süskind in his novel Perfume: ‘Odors have a power of persuasion stronger than that of words, appearances, emotions, or will . . . it enters into us like breath into our lungs, it fills us up, imbues us totally. There is no remedy for it.’


We breathe them in to be stored in our subconscious, for remembrance, for nostalgia, for the truth of how we once felt. Smells are our olfactory reminders – emotional threads from the past that tug on us from nowhere. And all I have to do is close my eyes, and my nose will take me back.


Eau Sauvage, a cologne by Christian Dior: unmistakably Dad, with his starched collar and crisp, white shirts ironed to within an inch of their life. He’s sitting in his armchair, right ankle resting on left knee, creating a cradle between his legs. He called this his ‘dip’ – the spot where I would sit, listening to his stories, facing his moustached smile, seeing the reflection of myself in his black, thick-rimmed glasses. This was my favourite place in the world.


Joy by Jean Patou: the grace of Mum, and her signature floral fragrance – an invisible vapour trail of jasmine and rose, as much a part of her elegant uniform as the Yves St Laurent-dominated wardrobe, Jaeger velvet skirts and beautiful silk shirts she saved up to buy. And then I’m five again, hugging her legs, not wanting her to go to work, looking up at her as she stands at the mirror in her bedroom, applying her Revlon burnt orange lipstick, setting the pearls in her ears just so.


Even as a little girl, I knew from Mum’s choice of fragrance what her mood or the occasion was: Je Reviens by Worth – headed to work, serious, professional; Joy – going to London, feeling confident, out to impress at somewhere fancy; Ma Griffe by Carven – summer time, a spring in her step, holidays in Cornwall; and Mary Chess Tapestry bath oil – Friday night, unwinding, time to herself, the scent that infused the rest of the house whenever she took a bath. She also used the same talcum powder, and I can still see those snowy footprints leading out of the bathroom, across the landing, into the bedroom.


Whatever she wore, its composition nearly always contained notes of jasmine and rose, and I could often smell her before seeing her, either as a reassurance that she was close – upstairs or in the garden – or the relief that she was coming home, as confirmed by the sound of her high-heeled boots clipping up the garden path. As soon as she stepped inside, I’d run to her before she had time to take off her forest green, hooded cape, and she’d sweep me up in her arms, eager to express how much she’d missed me. Mum didn’t return to work until I was four or five, but I understood the urgency for her to earn a wage.


I didn’t smell much money in my childhood.


Instead, I can recall the array of scents from the amazing flowers in our back garden: the apricot, white and red roses; the blue lobelia, the greengage tree, the lemon-scented geraniums, and the fresh mint – the ingredients for my first home-made perfume mixed in a jam jar and left to ferment in Dad’s garden shed. This was no flashforward of my future – most girls experiment in this way, I think – but it was perhaps me trying to capture the pleasant smells of days spent in the garden, either with Dad tending the rabbit hutch, or with Mum and Aunty Dot, sitting on the steps on blazing August afternoons. Even as a child, family meant everything to me, but that sense of cohesive togetherness was inconsistent and fleeting.


I could fill that same jam jar today with an abundance of fragrant memories from my early years: the damp wood of the garden shed where Dad found his peace; the tomatoes he’d cut into jagged crowns to place on the salads he’d make; the breaking of a digestive biscuit which, for some reason, reminded me of our dog’s paws; the apricot madeleines that evoke the nonstop baking of Nanny Edie, my mum’s mum; Sunday roast beef with gravy, meaning we got to sit together, gathered around the fire, with plates on our laps; the woody tobacco packed inside Dad’s roll-ups; the Ajax and bleach that greeted me after school, which meant ‘Aunty’ Maureen, our neighbour, had cleaned because Mum hadn’t the time; the linseed oil and its turpentine scent from Dad’s paintings; the fresh carrot from feeding the rabbits in our hutch; pine needles from a tree on Christmas morning; freshly cut grass from summer; and even the musty laundry, which didn’t get tackled as much as I’d have liked. Those are some of my happy smells, there to remind me of all the good times. Lest I forget.





TWO


‘Jo Malone, child star’ doesn’t quite have the same ring to it, but I do wonder if that was Mum’s first idea of how my future looked when she signed me up for an audition to appear in a Heinz baked beans TV ad. Sadly, if she did harbour any hopes for me to be an actress, I imagine she walked away disappointed. I proved to be no Shirley Temple.


I must have been four, all innocent-faced and blonde hair. Mum had submitted a photo to the Bonnie Kids Agency, and I ended up filming my audition reel at a studio somewhere on the outskirts of London. I vividly remember sitting on the edge of a sofa, surrounded by blinding lights and feeling painfully shy in my tartan skirt and a furry, white jumper while a man seated about fifteen feet away asked me to speak into the camera above his head.


Behind him stood Mum, a silhouette caught in the haze of lights. I squinted, wanting to make sure she was close. She wasn’t hard to pick out in her black, three-quarter-length leather coat – a treat from Dad (or rather, a treat he’d won at a poker game). In fact, he had returned home with an entire rail of leather coats that he went on to sell after Mum kept one for herself. As commanding as she looked in her new garment, I could see she was more nervous about this audition than me. The general idea of the audition, she had explained on the train, was to get across how much I loved Heinz. I was a fussy eater as a toddler and the only thing Mum and Dad could get me to eat was Heinz tomato soup or Heinz baked beans on toast.


‘It’s going to be great,’ she said, trying to drum some excitement into me. ‘You know how much you love baked beans? Just tell them!’


When the cameras were rolling, it didn’t prove as straightforward as that. I totally clammed up, to the extent that the man sitting beneath the camera tossed me cuddly toys, presumably to help me feel relaxed and playful. His ploy had limited success. ‘Go on, Jo, go on . . .’ said Mum, urging me from the sidelines. But I sat there, swinging my legs, head down, completely forgetting what I was meant to say.


‘Can you say, “Beanz meanz Heinz”, Jo?’ asked the man. Actually, I was meant to sing that line but the first challenge was getting me to utter the three syllables at all, when what I wanted to do was go and sit with Mum.


He mouthed the words for me. ‘Beeeeenz. Meeeeenz. Hyyyyynz.’


Mum stepped into full view, clearly sharing the collective frustration. ‘Joanne. Just say, “Beanz . . . meanz . . . Heinz!”’ she said. Whenever she called me ‘Joanne’, I knew I was in trouble or she wanted me to do something serious. And so, like a horse feeling a whip on its hide, I blurted out the required line, probably a little overeagerly. ‘BEANZMEANZHEINZ!’


I blurted it out several more times, too, trying to slow my delivery, but I soon grew bored with saying the same thing over and over again. As we walked away from the studio, I could tell by Mum’s silence that she was disappointed. That upset me. I hated disappointing her, which was why my bottom lip started to quiver.


Mum saw the tears in my eyes. ‘Don’t worry, Jo – you did your best,’ she said, crouching down so her eyes were level with mine. ‘I’ll tell you what, why don’t we go have a nice cup of tea and a pastry?’


Mum’s idea of a treat, whenever we had the time and extra money, was to go to the antiquated J. Lyons tea house on The Strand, opposite Charing Cross railway station, which is where we headed to catch the train back to Kent. For Mum, the tearoom was a throwback to the war years, with its 1940s background music, elaborate decor and famous ‘nippies’, or waitresses, dressed in black with white pinnies, who treated everyone like royalty. Lyons was a posh and luxurious establishment, which was probably what appealed to Mum. My eyes were only ever interested in the speciality products – the cakes, pastries, and chocolates – but I also liked going there because it was a special place only Mum and I went. For a snatched half an hour or so, I had her all to myself. That time felt precious because, in the coming years, such occasions would prove rare.


I soon forgot about the fluffed TV audition when a giant Danish pastry was placed in front of me. Mum smiled as I shoved too much of it in my mouth, which was a relief because that smile told me I remained in her good books. I’m not sure what happened to that Heinz reel but, suffice it to say, I was never again put forward for an audition by the Bonnie Kids Agency.


•  •  •


As a toddler, I had no idea that even two cups of tea and a pastry were a stretch for my parents but these financial pressures would become harder to hide as I got older, especially when we didn’t have enough money for the electricity meter. When that happened, we depended on heat from both the coal fire and the oven, turned on and left open. Dad was obsessed with trapping the heat in the living room. Whenever we nipped upstairs to the bathroom, he’d feel the blast of cold air from the hallway. ‘Close the bloody door!’ he’d shout, hurrying to put the draught excluder back.


Upstairs was Arctic in the winter. Ice on the inside of the windows was as common as ice on the pavements, meaning that I’d often wear layers and socks in bed. Bedtime could sometimes feel like camping indoors. I couldn’t wait to get up the next morning and sit in front of the living-room fire, legs tucked to chest, eating my toast.


Every birthday, I would sit in front of that fire and open my cards and presents. The year I turned five, I opened a card from Aunty Winnie, my granddad’s adorable sister, and several shillings fell out. It was the first time I’d been given coins of my own so I tucked them in my pocket, not wanting to let them go.


Later that afternoon while out with Mum, she nipped into the local shop. ‘Joanne, can I borrow your money? I’ll give you it back later.’ But she never did, and it wouldn’t be the last birthday cash she’d ‘borrow’ to top up the kitty.


What didn’t help my parents’ cause was the fact they were hardly the prudent type; if anything, they lived beyond their means. They were proud, proud people who shared a fierce desire to live in a league higher than the one in which they found themselves. Mum and Dad didn’t believe in limitations – they aspired to grow and achieve life-transforming success. They had chased pots of gold at the ends of rainbows for as long as I can remember. Their determination would leave its positive mark, but I never understood why, if our finances were stretched, Mum would still buy expensive new clothes, and order taxis everywhere. Or how Dad could afford to stay out late so often.


My parents’ ambitious lifestyle could be glimpsed in the smallest ways, from Mum’s fashionable wardrobe to Dad’s top-of-the-range suits, from her gold bracelets to his fancy cufflinks, and from the bone china tea set to Mum’s pride and joy – her three crystal, colourless glass decanters with stoppers, set in a wooden, antique chest that was only ever opened on special occasions for Dad’s not-so-cheap brandy and whisky, which he referred to as ‘a wee dram’.


That’s not to say that they didn’t do their damnedest to make ends meet, put food on the table and keep a roof over our heads. Somehow, they scrimped and scraped and balanced it all. Dad adopted the ‘you only live once’ mindset, not believing in giving in to struggle; he would far rather embrace the self-reward of spending hard-earned cash. Another pay day – from work or poker – was around the next corner. In that regard, he was a true gambler, unafraid of taking risks, focused only on what he could gain, not what he could lose.


In fact, he approached much of life as though it were a poker game: luck and fortunes were capable of changing at a moment’s notice. Each pack of cards contains four kings and four aces waiting to be dealt, he said, but luck finds people, we don’t make our own. Hence why he was superstitious, to the extent that if he saw one magpie (for sorrow), he’d need to spot a second (for joy), otherwise he wouldn’t play poker that night. Another bad omen was if he spotted three nuns in the street – a terrible sign in his book. Conversely, when he spotted three 7s on a car registration, that was a sign that he should definitely be ‘dealt in’ at cards.


He soon had a little bit more money to play with when he landed a new job at a small architects’ firm in London. I don’t know what his precise role was, but he started catching the train to Charing Cross, and I heard him tell Mum that he had his own drawing board in an office. Mum hadn’t returned to the gas board, choosing to devote herself to being a full-time mum for my first four years, although she did take a part-time job as an usherette at the local cinema, working weekends and the odd midweek evening. On those occasions, my chief babysitter was Jenette, the teenage daughter of the wonderful Aunty Maureen, one of Mum’s closest friends who lived down the road. I grew up calling all Mum’s friends ‘Aunty’ – that’s what most kids in our neighbourhood did back then. There was Aunty Sheila next door, Aunty May over the road, Aunty Beryl at the top of the street, and Aunty Shani who made the best curries and lived opposite Aunty Maureen. (I don’t remember friends of Dad ever coming to the house, hence why you won’t find me referring to any ‘uncles’.) Out of everyone, Maureen, with her big blonde bun, bright pink lipstick, and salt-of-the-earth personality, was a mainstay in our lives. Whenever there was a crisis, an argument between my parents, or a last-minute panic to find someone to look after me, she was always there.


I liked going to her house because we’d often bake and everywhere was so neat, tidy, and clean – forever-smelling-of-Jif clean. I doubt there was a speck of dust on the carpet, let alone the mantlepiece above the fire.


I particularly remember that carpet because I ended up practically kissing it on one occasion.


‘Right, Jo,’ she said in a hushed voice, the way adults do when they are about to tell a child something that is morally questionable, ‘if anyone knocks on the door, we hit the floor, okay?’


I nodded. It sounded like a grown-up version of Ring a Ring o’ Roses.


‘We don’t say a word. We don’t let anyone know we’re in,’ she added, nodding in encouragement of her own advice. ‘Don’t be frightened now. It’s all okay. Understand?’


‘I think so,’ I said. ‘But why, Aunty Maureen?’


‘Ssshh . . . remember, a knock on the door, a ring of the bell, we go down on the floor.’


She must have been expecting a visitor because, within the hour, while I was helping her polish the telephone table and bottom of the banister in the hall, the bell sounded and we both dropped to our hands and knees, behind the front door. Maureen was also on all fours, facing me, barely moving. Ring a Ring o’ Roses had turned into musical statues. Even the curtains in the living room dared not twitch. I sensed something wasn’t quite right when the visitor drilled the bell one more time, and then started knocking. I didn’t take my eyes off Maureen. Stay still, she mouthed, as if she knew how this would pan out. Seconds later, we heard footsteps walking away. She weighed the silence, wondering if it was safe to get up.


While suspended in that abeyance – me looking at her; her looking at me – we heard the back door open. That was when our heads turned toward the kitchen to find the council rent man standing at the far end of the living room, staring at us on our hands and knees.


Without missing a beat, Maureen looked at me as if we were doing the most natural thing in the world. ‘Jo, can you see that shirt button?’


She had clearly been in this situation before.


I shook my head. She shook hers, pretending to be baffled, then jumped up, dusted herself down and walked into the kitchen, closing the door behind her. I didn’t hear much of the serious conversation that followed, but that was the day I realised someone from the council came to collect the rent. And not everyone on our estate was ready for him.


•  •  •


My sister Tracey was born on 3 June 1968 and we became a family of four. I remember her imminent arrival by the smell of grass: I was alone in the front garden, darting around with an empty jam jar, collecting caterpillars and butterflies. I could easily kill an hour or two playing catch-and-release with nature, although, on this particular day, I was probably taking my mind off the fact that Mum was poorly. When I woke up that morning, Dad had explained that she’d been admitted to hospital. He said she was ‘sick’. I would later find out that she was suffering from hyperemesis gravidarum – a condition that causes severe nausea and vomiting during pregnancy, and one that I would inherit. That day, I was lying on my front, chin on the grass, peering into the jam jar, wondering how on earth caterpillars ever became fly-away butterflies, when the shrill of the telephone disturbed my peace. Dad called my name. ‘It’s Mummy!’


She was in bed on the ward, calling from one of those portable pay phones. Mum worried when she was away from us, even when she had her head in a bowl and was hours away from going into labour. She grew anxious when away from home, fretting about whether Dad had everything under control and whether I was okay. Mum only really felt calm when we were all home and together. Before Tracey came along, I loved nothing more than snuggling on the sofa with Mum and Dad, mesmerised by the black-and-white television in the corner that flickered almost as much as the open fire to its left. They were both tactile, tender parents and all I wanted to do was sit and cuddle with them. And then our unit of three made room for one more.


Mum gave birth to Tracey the day after calling from hospital, and I came to dote on my little sister, ‘playing mum’ by holding her whenever Mum had to make dinner, and rocking the pram in front of the fire when it was naptime.


From the beginning, I felt a strong bond of sisterhood, even though we would have diametrically opposed personalities. I was self-sufficient, she leaned on Mum; I was more reserved, she was a gregarious tomboy; I had to work hard at everything I did, she seemed naturally talented at whatever she tried. But the biggest difference to develop over the years would be her joined-at-the-hip affinity with Mum.


Whatever she did, Tracey mirrored; whatever she said, Tracey agreed with. And if my sister ever did something wrong or an accident happened in the house, her finger would instantly point in my direction and Mum would believe her. Like the occasion when she was a little older and daubed paint on the bathroom tiles, or tie-dyed Mum’s bed sheets in a bucket – when there are only two sets of bed sheets, that’s a big deal, and Mum rightly went berserk. But it was my fault. ‘You should have been watching her!’ became an echo of childhood.


The big benefit of having a sister was that I had a summer playmate, and our favourite pastime was re-enacting the madcap BBC show It’s a Knockout in the back garden. We invented our own fun version of the games, and one memorable challenge involved tying water balloons to the low-hanging washing line. Tracey climbed into Dad’s wheelbarrow, stood up and then, on the whistle, I’d push and run as she craned her neck to burst as many balloons as possible with her teeth, soaking us in the process. Our giggles and squeals of laughter matched those that we had heard on the television.


I got used to the sound of Tracey’s blood-curdling screams, too. That’s because she would stuff anything and everything in her mouth, requiring at least two panic-stricken dashes to A&E.


One day, she decided to go ferreting under the kitchen sink. Dad wasn’t home, Mum was in her room, and I must have been in the living room – ‘looking after my sister’ – when Tracey’s cry brought Mum thundering down the stairs, only to stop her in her tracks at the kitchen door. The horror in her voice scared me. ‘TRACEEEEEE!’


My sister was sitting on the black-and-white tiles, in front of an open cupboard door, with an opened bottle of bleach to one side, and a dribble of liquid coming out the corner of her mouth. Startled by Mum’s reaction, Tracey turned hysterical, especially when force-fed a carton of milk to dilute whatever quantities of bleach she had ingested. Before I knew it, this milky-mouthed infant was in Mum’s arms and out the door, leaving me to inform Dad, whenever he returned home for dinner. Mercifully, after a stomach flush and one night in hospital, Tracey quickly recovered. But no sooner had she survived that episode than she was being rushed back in after using a cousin’s Airfix kit to glue together the left side of her mouth.


It’s not hard to see why I felt the need to look out for my young sister, who was also severely asthmatic. Mum seemed always to be calling out, ‘Watch her, Jo!’ or ‘What’s Tracey doing? Is she okay?’ I became Mum’s second pair of eyes, sensing that Tracey’s welfare was as much my responsibility as hers.


I’ll never forget the time I arrived home from school to discover my sister was missing. Mum was out. Dad was asleep on the sofa, off sick with a bad back that had plagued him since boyhood – a rugby injury led to a steel pin being inserted in his spine. I was upstairs changing out of my school clothes when I realised Tracey wasn’t in the house. She wasn’t in the garden, either.


‘Dad! Dad!’ I yelled, waking him. ‘Where’s Tracey?!’


‘Upstairs, isn’t she?’ he said, groggily.


‘Dad, she’s not here!’


Bad back or no bad back, I had never seen him bolt up so fast. And then, a frantic minute or so later, there was a knock on the door. ‘Excuse me,’ said the man from down the street, ‘I think this is your daughter.’ He had his hands on the shoulders of Tracey, standing in front of him in a cardigan and red Wellington boots that she’d put on the wrong feet. The man had found her in the newsagent’s, where she had bought a pile of comics, sweets, and a plastic doll – items she now clutched to her chest as she stood there.


Where did she find the money to buy those?


And that was the thought that sent me racing upstairs.


Ever since Mum had used my birthday money from Aunty Winnie, I had learned to secrete any cash gifts under some clothes in my drawer, and I had saved the handsome sum of £5. But it turned out that Mum wasn’t the one I should have been worried about. It never occurred to me that Tracey knew the whereabouts of my money, let alone that she – a four-year-old – would go out and spend it.


Dad wasn’t bothered about this minor incident of petty theft. My £5 haul was a small price to pay for having her home safe and sound. But I couldn’t stop stewing over the injustice and I needed to exact revenge in the way that kids do. So I made my sister a sandwich. A Pedigree Chum sandwich.


I gave three-quarters of one tin to our golden Labrador Shandy, and then served up the last quarter between two slices of bread, telling Tracey it was pâté. I figured that once you’ve tasted bleach and Airfix glue, the dog’s dinner wouldn’t be all that bad. But she took two bites and spat it out. Years later, while I was washing my hair by leaning over the sink, she once stood on the toilet seat and tied my plaits to the taps before running off, so I suppose we were even.


My abiding memory of Tracey as a child is that of an over-exuberant, impish dynamo who would drive me to the edge of frustration before flashing an irresistible, cheeky grin. She was needier of Mum’s attention than I, and seemed to act out more than I ever did. I don’t know whether she required more attention as the second child but, I’ll say this about my parents, they were even-handed with their love, ensuring there was no favouritism or imbalance. They were also hugely protective. Mum especially. Almost overprotective . . .


•  •  •


Other children in the street played outside to their heart’s content, running free, allowed to wander off down the street to the local green and wherever else, as long as they were back home at a certain hour. Not us. Mum didn’t want us out of sight, so the front garden wall, about eight bricks high, was our strictly enforced boundary. Even as the eldest, I wasn’t allowed to go beyond that point. All I could do was sit there, or watch from my bedroom window as classmates bombed around on their bikes and rollerskates. The only other option was for those kids to come play with me in the garden.


‘Why can’t I go play outside?’ I’d ask.


‘Because I say so!’ Mum would say.


Our only concession was when the ice-cream man trundled down the road in his van and Mum allowed me and Tracey to run out and buy a 10p cornet, on the condition that we came straight back. Even then, she never took her eyes off us, watching from the front door or top window. The odd thing about this rule was that, while I couldn’t play in the road with friends directly outside our house, I was allowed to walk on my own to infant school, from the age of seven, down the road and around the corner. I can only guess that Mum didn’t think much could happen en route to school, whereas larking about with kids in the neighbourhood knew no bounds. Either way, I learned to love the freedom of that ten-minute dawdle, even if I remained watchful of the time.


‘Why aren’t you ever allowed to come and play?’ a girl once asked.


‘I’m just not allowed,’ I said, matter-of-factly.


Mum’s concern about our safety wasn’t only restricted to outside the house. Every night – every single night – when Tracey and I were about to go to sleep, she would look under our beds and check inside the wardrobes.


‘Why you doing that, Mum?’ I asked.


‘Just in case anyone has come through the window and is hiding.’


She said it as though this was a probability; that this was what every parent did. Mum couldn’t rest until her compulsion to check our environment had been calmed. I became so used to it that I would have probably double-checked myself had she ever forgotten the drill. I saw nothing odd in this at the time, but it obviously speaks to a neurosis – a deep anxiety that entertained the irrational notion of strangers climbing in through windows. Even in winter. And so it follows that if we weren’t safe in our home, there was no way we were safe when playing out in the street.


I didn’t really care what the other children in the street thought, though. I had one best friend, Dawn Cossar, and she’d often be round at ours, or we’d be at hers having tea – her mum was sometimes our child minder in my early years. In my eyes, as long as Tracey and Dawn were around, I saw nothing negative about my restricted boundaries.


Other friends probably thought our street curfew was weird but Mum redeemed herself by hosting the best game-filled parties for my birthday, inviting as many school friends as the house would take, and festooning the living room with balloons and banners. Dad also came into his own, gathering my classmates into a cross-legged circle where he’d wow them with a card trick or a sleight of hand that miraculously produced a penny from behind someone’s ear.


He was a brilliant magician and a long-time member of the Magic Circle, inspired by his ‘friend’ and comedic magician Ali Bongo, who would go on to have his own BBC series, Ali Bongo’s Cartoon Carnival. Dad would practise on relatives by tucking a cigarette into a clenched fist, then pulling it out from inside someone’s ear. (On Mum’s instruction, he soon stopped doing that when one cousin started stuffing cigarettes down his own earhole.)


At my parties, I’d note the disbelief on my friends’ faces as he produced a missing ace of spades or queen of hearts. I felt proud that Dad was the one everyone went home raving about. He’d be the talk of the class on Monday mornings, too. My parents went all out to make birthdays special. The same can be said about our Christmases.


Dad virtually turned our front room into Santa’s grotto. As well as a masterfully decorated, real tree, the entire ceiling would be covered with colourful foil garlands, and each wall festooned with tinsel. Mum cut her tights in half and they became our makeshift stockings hanging over the fireplace. When Dad had finished wrapping the tree in multi-coloured lights, he’d sit with me in the dark, in front of the roaring coal fire, and hold me as we marvelled at how twinkly everything was. To me, our tree dazzled with a hundred jewels and it felt like every ounce of Christmas spirit had been squeezed into our four walls, to bursting point. And then there were the smells: the fresh pine, the box of sticky, sweet dates, and Dad’s festive drink – a snowball.


No matter how tight things were financially, my parents constantly delivered a magical, happy Christmas – it’s why it remains my favourite time of year. Don’t ask me how they afforded it but, without fail, we woke to a generous amount of presents. We never went short in that regard. But one year, as we sat at the bottom of the stairs full of anticipation, raring to burst into the living room and tear open our gifts, Mum prepared us for the fact, that ‘This year, we’re having a Swedish Christmas!’ The hyped tone of her voice suggested this was going to be a real treat, even if we had no idea where Sweden was.


I must have been nine, Tracey four. Mum slowly opened the door and our presents came into view . . . unwrapped and fully visible. My pile was to the right of the fire: a wooden cot with a doll, a Waddingtons board game and a bottle of perfume whose name escapes me. Christmas done and dusted in one glimpse. My heart sank. If this was what Swedish kids faced every year, I felt sorry for them, I thought. Without any element of reveal, our bubble was well and truly punctured. For reasons that were not made clear, it turned out that Mum and Dad hadn’t had the time to wrap our last-minute gifts. Something was off between them even if we didn’t know what. But while Tracey and I concealed our crushing disappointment – we had been taught to be grateful no matter what we received – we were not to be outdone.


As Mum prepared the turkey, we held our own impromptu ‘take two’ – wrapping and Sellotaping our gifts in newspaper before taking turns to open them, one by one, on the stairs. We did what we had seen our parents do: we improvised. We made do. We handled life’s unexpected events without complaint.


•  •  •


One Friday evening, when I was about six, and Tracey eighteen months, Mum and Dad disappeared into the kitchen for a hushed, serious-sounding conversation. Within the hour, they joined us in front of the television and our evening resumed as normal. It wasn’t until the next day that I thought something strange was going on.


Dad was upstairs getting ready when Mum dropped us off at Maureen’s, with no explanation other than a promise to pick us up at the end of the day. I knew they were headed somewhere fancy because she was wearing Joy by Jean Patou.


The next thing I knew, after a day of baking and playing games, Mum and Dad walked in to collect us, faces beaming with happiness. She was wearing a beautiful silk suit with pearls in her ears and high heels on her feet; he looked every inch the refined gentleman in a dark suit, white shirt and royal navy tie. Their mood definitely felt upbeat and, when we arrived home, Dad nipped out for a Chinese takeaway – a sure sign that they were celebrating something. A Chinese meal was a ‘treat’ reserved for special occasions.


Mum and Dad never mentioned a word about where they had been or what they had done, and it didn’t seem to matter – they were cuddled up on the sofa, laughing like love-struck teenagers. I didn’t want to go to bed that night. I didn’t want the day to end. And I’ll forever remember that evening for how happy the entire house felt.


It would be another four decades before I learned the truth about that day, as relayed by Mum’s sister, my Aunty Dot, long after my parents had passed. ‘That was when they came back from the registry office after getting married,’ she said.


And then she unfurled another secret from the past. ‘Your dad’s name, before he was known as “Andy Malone”, was originally Frank,’ she said. (She provided his original surname, too, but I don’t think it serves anyone to detail it here.)


That was how I found out that Dad had been someone else in a life that preceded us, making sense of the limited stories from his years in Scotland – a period he clearly wished to box away and not revisit. For that reason, I will respect his wishes. Suffice it to say that this revelation, as surprising as it was, didn’t make me question him in any way. It felt like a piece of information so distant, and from another time, that it couldn’t touch us. Then and now, it really didn’t matter to me whether he was Andy or Frank because, whatever his past and whatever his business, he was, quite simply, Dad, and nothing could diminish who he was to me in childhood.


•  •  •


As a family, we couldn’t afford too many day trips or activities that required an admission ticket, so Dad often got creative to keep us entertained. One afternoon, I arrived home from school to find that he’d built Tracey and me a den in the living room. Most kids do that kind of thing, but Dad had constructed it on his own, commandeering airers and chairs for the three walls, before draping them in bed sheets and using a duvet for the roof. One side was left open, facing the fireplace. ‘And in there,’ he said, ‘is where you are going to have your dinner tonight!’


Dad was a brilliant chef, even if he did insist on using every tin, utensil and piece of cutlery, leaving the kitchen in a right state. Mum didn’t love cooking, probably because she got easily distracted. I lost count of the times she left the chicken or roast potatoes in the oven, wandered off to see a neighbour, realised the time and rushed back only to find dinner was ruined. Rustling up a meat and two veg dinner was something Dad could do with his eyes closed, but his specialty was ‘stovies’, a dish he’d inherited from Scotland, using leftovers from a Sunday roast. Together with cheese and onion turnovers and Spam fritters, these were ideal for a family short on money. We had a serving hatch that opened into the living room and, with a dramatic flourish, he’d pull open the doors, poke his head through and yell, ‘STOVIES ARE READY!’


His smile – at the hatch, before bed, or first thing in the morning – reassured us that everything was all right with the world. But when that smile slipped, I knew something was up. He smoked like a chimney at the best of times, but he inhaled more deeply when stressed, breathing it into his lungs as if each breath calmed him.


He made his own roll-ups and had that craft down to a fine art: sliding a tiny sheet of Rizla paper along his tongue before packing it with Golden Virginia tobacco, then rolling it between his thumbs and forefingers, in ten seconds flat. If it wasn’t a cigarette in his hand, it was a deck of cards, which he constantly shuffled in two different ways – the overhand chop-chop-chop, or the riffling of two halves to merge into one.


One night, he sat in his armchair and lit up, and I knew he was off in his own world, lost in his thoughts. I found out what was wrong a few days later – he had been laid off from the architects’ firm near Charing Cross. I can’t remember if this was Harold Wilson’s Britain or whether Edward Heath had become prime minister, but a skilled and clever man had been turfed on to the unemployment heap at a time when jobs and opportunity were few and far between. Mum and Dad hadn’t seen it coming, and I don’t think my parents knew how they were going to cope.





THREE


As I arrived home from school, I pushed open the door to be greeted by the flinty whiff of sulphur, as if an indoor firework had gone off. Mum and Tracey were out somewhere, so I knew Dad was home alone. I called out his name from the bottom of the stairs.


‘In here!’ he shouted.


I found him standing in the middle of the living room, surrounded by cardboard boxes, pieces of paper, and all sorts of tools, including a saw.


‘What’s that burnt popcorn smell?’ I asked, frowning.


Dad took my enquiry as an invitation. ‘Wait until you see this!’ he said. He bent down, picked up a magic wand, fiddled with its end, and extended it outward. ‘Go on, touch the tip!’


As soon as my finger made contact, the white tip crackled and sparked. I yelped and jumped back. Dad’s eyes lit up. His latest home-made magic trick was a triumph. This, as far as he was concerned, meant another productive day at ‘the office’ and, in the circumstances, his buoyant mood was a good thing.


Dad would be unemployed for a good couple of years, so magic became one of the creative ways he attempted to earn a crust, combining his skilled hands with a lifetime’s knowledge from inside the Magic Circle. When word spread locally about his hobby, he started to land bookings for birthday parties, which was why he was honing his act and devising new tricks. This proactive response to his unemployment was typical Dad – he always found a way to adapt or bounce back. Rather than becoming a victim to a bad situation, he would try to turn it around. I did admire how he rolled up his sleeves and turned a hobby into an income, however minor his magician’s earnings may have been.


The tables had turned in our house. Mum, forced back to work due to Dad’s unemployment, was now the main breadwinner after landing a job as a manicurist for Revlon, encouraging women to have ‘matching lips and fingertips’, as the ad campaigns said. Once home, she’d open her own box of tricks – a red and gold case that contained a collection of lipsticks and nail enamels, from Orange Sherbet and Fatal Apple Red, to Persian Melon and Blase Apricot. In my eyes, Mum worked with magic, too.


According to different relatives, she was ‘the best manicurist they had’, which surprised no one because Mum had a charisma, a great sense of humour and an ability to get along with almost anyone. With the job came the importance of image, and she never looked anything other than exceptionally well put together – hair pristine, fingernails perfect, shoes shiny. A walking, elegant advertisement for Revlon.


Dad was rarely up when she left for work, struggling to get out of bed to face another unstructured day. When he did rise, he soon got busy and turned the garden shed into a magician’s den, creating a little workspace for the tricks he’d make. The ones that stick in my mind are the metal linking rings that mysteriously separated; a wooden box – painted black with big red dots – that had a false bottom in order to conceal a white rabbit; and a wand that drooped when he fed a hidden rope through its centre. And it wasn’t only props he stored, he had magic pets, too – one dove and nine rabbits.


The dove, which had clipped wings to prevent her flying away, was kept in a cage in the living room. When home from school, I’d let her out and she’d perch on my shoulder and accompany me throughout the house: to the toilet, into my bedroom as I read a book, and on the sofa while watching TV. We called her Suki and she used to brush her head up and down my neck, quietly cooing in my ear. When she knew I was settling in for a long night in front of the TV, she hopped down to nest on top of the sofa. When I got up, she jumped back on to my shoulder, responding to me like our golden Labrador, Shandy. For the year we had Suki, she was my constant companion and Dad’s star act, along with his nine Netherland Dwarf bunnies – the smallest breed of rabbit, which made them the ideal size to be pulled out of a black hat.


We kept them in a long hutch that ran down one side of the garden. One of them, Spanky, became my pet and followed me around almost as much as Suki. Keeping an eye on Spanky was my job; keeping an eye on the other eight was Dad’s, which he seemed to forget one day when they escaped and started marauding across a neighbour’s garden.


We were woken one Saturday morning by frantic banging on our front door. The woman from three doors down was almost hyperventilating as she yelled, ‘YOUR SODDING DOG AND RABBITS ARE IN MY GARDEN!’ The next thing I knew, I was in my pyjamas and slippers running around her back garden with Dad, trying to round them up. Shandy had burrowed under our fence and bolted for freedom, followed by what must have looked like the cast of Watership Down. What a caper that proved to be, shepherding nine rabbits, using a cardboard box and a sheet of chicken wire as a guiding device. Once they were captured, Dad started making profuse apologies to our neighbour about the trampled flower beds when I noticed Shandy in the woman’s house, in the living room, doing a number two on the carpet. I screamed. The woman turned around and screamed even louder. And Dad cursed like a sailor.


His magic seemed to leave a mess everywhere, and it drove Mum, and me, nuts because he didn’t restrict his trick-making to the shed; he preferred to bring his DIY skills inside, where he had more room to spread out and rehearse. But that meant that our living room was often filled with his boxes, instructions, and bits and bobs – what Mum called his ‘tut’. Sometimes, there would be nails, pieces of plastic, and wood shavings left on the carpet around the dinner table, because he’d been sawing away, making last-minute adjustments. I’d be the one running around with a Hoover, clearing up after him, because mess made me anxious. I also rearranged the airing cupboard in Mum and Dad’s room, placing the sheets and towels in neatly folded stacks and rows. I swear that Dad’s constant ‘tut’ made me a little obsessive compulsive! Not only was I a fastidious child naturally, but I wanted everything to be tidy for when Mum walked in the door, otherwise she’d have a go at him. I’d do anything I could to avoid friction. Since Dad had lost his job, their arguments were a little too frequent for my liking – a situation not helped by his continued gambling.


In his mind, he was only ever one big win away from putting everything right again. I knew when he’d won at poker because his mood was upbeat and chirpy, and our house could breathe again. But when he lost, I’d hear the blazing rows as I lay in bed listening to Mum’s accusations of recklessness, barely muffled by the paper-thin walls. Some nights, I’d hear her crying into her pillow with frustration.


Two famous arguments have stuck with me: the time she discovered her precious collection of crystal decanters had been staked as collateral and lost; and the evening when Dad was given a lift home . . . because he’d gambled away the family car. The longer he was out of work, the more he seemed to speculate to accumulate, and I’m sure this unacknowledged addiction was a source of endless anxiety for Mum. She couldn’t know if he was going to come home with big winnings, or turned-out pockets and an empty wallet. As much as I adored my dad, and as much as he tried his best in so many other ways, his actions seemed wilfully blind to the consequences of losing.


If the financial pressure, together with their differing professional fortunes, revealed anything, it was how much tougher Mum had become, no longer afraid to speak her mind and upset the apple cart. She seemed to tolerate his ways less and less as she came to realise that the man she’d married would never change.


All I wanted was the harmony to be restored; for Dad to wave his magic wand and make everything okay again. Even at the age of seven, I felt the discomfort of our circumstances, no longer oblivious to the stresses and strains that clenched our home like an iron fist, refusing to let go.


•  •  •


In between the broad brushstrokes of Dad’s magic and gambling, he developed another lifelong pursuit: art. As a skilled draftsman, it was perhaps no surprise that he was a talented painter, creating the most stunning watercolours and oils that nearly always depicted wild seas, angry skies or serene countryside landscapes. Each painting conveyed the theme of a journey: someone walking off into a wintry distance, or down a beautiful path through a copse of trees, or a galleon cutting through the waves.


I’d watch him start with a blank canvas as he sat at his architect’s drawing board propped on the dining table, rolling one of his cigarettes, waiting for inspiration to strike. If there was one thing I learned from watching him stare into space, puffing away, it is the truth that you can’t force creativity. He could sit there for hours without picking up his brushes, but, as he explained, creativity needs to be respected. It is not a tap that can simply be turned on; it comes when ready, not when forced or unfelt. Waiting, he said, was part of the creative process. Let inspiration come to you. Don’t chase it.


As he waited and painted, the table resembled a cluttered art studio with miniature pots of paint, palette knives, jugs, and different brushes – flats and rounds – scattered around the smudged rainbow on his thumbhole palette. When you add his tricks, boxes, sawdust and piles of magazines to the scene, it’s not hard to picture the mess that was our living room and kitchen, and it wasn’t helped by the piles of laundry that kept growing into overwhelming mounds because Mum didn’t have the time and Dad didn’t bother.


His art even spilled into the bathroom. He’d fill the bath with jugs of cold tea, to a depth of about one foot, and leave his blank canvasses in there for twenty-four hours, staining them for an aged effect. And if the bath wasn’t filled with canvasses, then the living room would be, stacked against the wall to the left of the fireplace, together with long pieces of wood that he’d cut up and use for framing, leading to more sawdust. He’d cut four pieces of wood before joining them together with individual vice-like brackets, and then mounting the painting behind glass. Most of the time, I found it easier to retreat to the neat enclave of the room I shared with Tracey rather than confront that whole scene.


Lying on the top of the bunk bed we shared, I often imagined living at Aunty Maureen’s because it was everything I wanted our house to be: a) she was always there, the ever-present parent; b) a cooked meal was always on the table at 6 p.m., which meant ‘family’; and c) she kept her home meticulously clean and so it felt like a cosy, well-looked-after home, where there only seemed to be harmony. How I envied that kind of existence.


•  •  •


I soon became the magician’s assistant, which was a role I fell into by virtue of wanting to be around Dad all the time. If Tracey was Mum’s shadow, I was his. And so, when I started tagging along to different children’s parties, I found myself called on to arrange the props, look after the dove and rabbits, and fetch his next trick, placing it on Dad’s little table which had a curtain draped around its front.


We didn’t have costumes – we couldn’t afford such luxuries – but Dad looked swish in a black suit, white shirt, and bow tie. He took his act seriously, so he first swore me to secrecy, emphasising that a magician never breaks the secret code. ‘If you ever reveal to anyone how any of these tricks are done, you will never come with me again. Understand?’


I never did tell a soul.


I made my debut at Northwick Park Hospital in Mum’s old stomping ground of Harrow, which was where Aunty Vera worked. The London Palladium it was not, but you wouldn’t have guessed from the energy Dad put into his act. Wherever we went, he dazzled his child audiences with a deft execution of his tricks. What’s more, he wanted to make the kids believe that they were the ones capable of magic, too.


I found him in the living room one Saturday morning before a show, messing around with a needle and thread, weaving it through an unpeeled banana. ‘You’ll see what I’m doing later,’ he said, with a wink.


At the next children’s party, the banana was his first trick and he picked out a young boy, telling him, ‘You be the magician and let your index finger be the wand, okay?’


The boy stood up and my dad told him to tap the banana with his right index finger in three different places along its length. ‘Once you do that, we’re both going to say, “Abracadabra! Alakazam!” Ready?’ The youngster tapped the banana 1-2-3, they both shouted the magic words, the boy peeled back the skin . . . and the fruit was sliced into three segments. The look on that child’s face was magic itself. I can well imagine that the dramatic gasps of children were a sound that kept Dad going back, despite the limited money he earned.


After a few weeks as his assistant, I viewed us as an unbeatable, formidable duo, and I particularly cherished our father–daughter time. In the car to and from the events, we’d chat about this and that – inconsequential talk, but talk that made me feel close to him nonetheless; light, upbeat, full of laughter.


One time, when we were mid-conversation, the person in front of us stopped suddenly, forcing Dad to slam on his brakes. With that, nine tins of John West pink salmon rolled out from under my seat, washing up around my feet. Dad looked like the kid who’d been caught with his fingers in the cookie jar. I wasn’t daft. I knew he’d acquired these tins ‘off the back of a lorry’, which made me feel distinctly uncomfortable, but he wanted to serve them as a treat for when Aunty Dot came round for dinner later. I think he wanted to prove that he could still provide by whatever means possible. He kept trying to get back on his feet, which was why I didn’t only become his magician’s assistant but his right-hand woman at the market, too. Dad had decided to set up a stall, selling his art.


•  •  •


Before he and I walked out the door on a Saturday or Sunday, en route to the markets at Crayford, Dartford, Blackheath, or Tunbridge Wells, we often left with a message ringing in our ears. ‘Andy,’ said Mum, ‘you have got to make a sale today – there is nothing in the fridge!’


In the car, which was packed with paintings to its roof and back doors, I’d look at Dad and sense the pressure he was under to deliver. He’d catch me staring and smile back unconvincingly. ‘We’ll be all right, Jo,’ he’d say, patting my knee. ‘We’ll sell a painting or two today!’


I desperately wanted us to earn that honest money, otherwise I feared more tinned food rolling out from underneath my seat. So I felt the urgency for him to make a sale, too. I’m sure we weren’t the only traders who were down to our last coppers, and I think that’s what made market life so nerve-wracking and exciting at the same time. Unlike the magic shows, I had no idea what was going to happen next. I had no idea whether Dad was capable of pulling a rabbit out of the hat.


I especially loved the hustle, the bustle and the energy at Crayford market, held at the greyhound track. The traders there felt like one big family of aunts and uncles because they’d see me, this young kid with Dad, and share his sense of protection. I was as safe as houses in that environment, which was why Dad allowed me to wander around the one hundred or so stalls that sold anything and everything: clothes, textiles, fruit and veg, fish, foodstuffs, art, photography, books, records, kitchen utensils. People from all over the boroughs of south-east London and north-west Kent flocked to this market, not only to grab a bargain but also to enjoy the banter and patter of traders selling their wares.


The whole place felt vibrant and alive as I breathed in the working-class air infused with the smells of hot tea, Bovril, bacon sandwiches, crispy chips in a deep-fat fryer, cinnamon, cigarette smoke, and the soot from the track. The soot got everywhere – over my shoes, hands and skirt – and I sometimes returned home looking like a chimney sweep, but it was the one time I didn’t mind getting filthy.


‘Hello, Jo, luv!’ one of the Cockney regulars would shout as I walked around. And someone else would yell, ‘Wanna giz an ’and today, Jo?!’ Other traders brought their sons but I can’t remember any other young girls being around, so I think I was a bit of a novelty. Everyone knew me. Everyone waved. Everyone was on their toes, looking to make a sale.


We would arrive about 7–7.30 a.m., come rain or shine. The market was located on the oval-shaped dirt field in the centre of the track and, before the crowds arrived, Dad had to claim his 10 x 10-foot, metal-framed stall and find his pitch. Together, we would then set up shop, using sheets of hardboard to line the stall’s back and sides, which was where we hung and stacked the paintings, creating our own mini-gallery beneath a tarpaulin roof.


Once the paintings were on display – there were about twenty-five at any one time, from foot to eye level – he would stand there, brush off his hands and say: ‘All right, Jo, I’ll mind the stall, you go get our bacon sandwiches and cups of tea.’


There was always a big queue at the canteen and I’d stand there, a blonde-haired dwarf among giants. The countertop was about two feet higher than me, so the man with the big smile had to lean out and reach down to hand me a small cardboard box containing our bacon butties and two polystyrene cups of steaming hot tea. In the twenty or so minutes that I’d been away from the stall, all I could think about was how Dad was getting on, so my first question to him was always, ‘We sold anything yet?’


He laughed. ‘Not yet, Jo. Not yet. I nearly had one, though!’


‘We’ve got to sell something soon, Dad!’


‘I know, love,’ he’d say, ‘and we will. They promised me they were coming back.’


I loved being with Dad on the stall because he constantly encouraged me to get involved with a sale or the banter with other traders and customers. Through him, I almost certainly learned the art of the sale, to the extent that, in my own mind, I felt I could do it better. Yes, even at the age of eight.


Within a few weeks, and when I felt confident enough, I started to emerge from his shadow more and more, telling curious customers about the story behind each painting. For example, take the clipper painting: I’d describe its history and the voyage it was embarking on, transporting them from the market and into the painting in the same way Dad had done with me. The hook of a good story often led to a sale – a mental note to be registered for later life. I’d urge Dad to share the stories he’d told me but he could rarely be bothered and my heart would sink when a customer walked away and we lost a sale. The more I grew into the merchant’s role, the more seriously I approached it, and I learned to know Dad’s rhythms. If he hadn’t sold a painting by the end of the day, he’d be attacking the final two hours with gusto and more likely to sell one. But if he’d sold a painting in the morning, he tended to rest on his laurels. With £25 in his pocket, he’d start haggling and be more obstinate, not willing to barter. Dad was more ‘£25 – that’ll do’. I was more ‘£25 – let’s turn it into £100’.


I’d know when he was negotiating and when he had a customer on the hook. In my head, I’d be thinking, ‘Now, Dad. Close the sale!’ I also sensed when a deal was slipping away. ‘They’ll give you £30 not £40 – take £30!’ But, being the gambler he was, he’d hang out for the extra tenner and invariably lose out. He loathed dropping his price after putting his heart and soul into each painting.


At one point, he completely deviated from his usual genre and started creating these ugly-looking, abstract paintings that weren’t his style and, more to the point, never sold. They really were hideous creations – one was blue, one pink, and the other green – and I couldn’t believe it when he priced them at £15 each. It didn’t surprise me one jot that we were lugging them around for weeks.


I grew so sick of them that when he asked me to mind the stall one day, I decided to do a deal. When he returned from fetching tea, he noticed they had gone. ‘You sold them?!’


‘I did,’ I said proudly. ‘I did a deal – twenty pounds for the lot.’


He hit the roof, which was embarrassing because I felt everyone was looking at us. ‘Hell’s bells, Jo! That could have been a week’s money and you sold them for twenty pounds!’


I tried explaining that twenty quid was a fair price but he didn’t listen because all he saw was a near-fifty per cent discount. I apologised all the way home, and he eventually forgave me – Dad couldn’t stay angry with me for long, although I did receive the lecture about never cutting deals without his permission again. Mum wasn’t upset when we handed over that twenty. Beggars couldn’t be choosers.


I preferred it when we returned home with something to contribute. I loved it even more when we’d had a good day, when we’d sold four or five paintings priced £25–30. Dad felt flush with that kind of money in his pocket and our reward was a Chinese takeaway collected on the way home. As he and I waited in the restaurant, he’d order a beer and buy me a pineapple juice, and we’d clink our glasses together – a toast to a father and daughter putting in another productive day’s shift.





FOUR


Over the space of a year or so, Mum had thrived as a manicurist, growing a loyal customer base and developing an overall passion for skincare. A job taken out of necessity had blossomed into a career, and she was booked solid from morning until evening. It felt as though I only saw her on Saturday evenings and Sundays, but this was our new ‘normal’; this, as she continually reminded me, was how we survived.


She would be out of the door to catch the early train before we left for school, and not home until eight o’clock, sometimes ten. She was so preoccupied with keeping us afloat that she didn’t even step off the treadmill to celebrate her birthdays. From the age of eight onwards, it became my annual tradition to ensure we marked the occasion. Armed with a recipe, and because her birthday always fell at half term at the end of October, I’d bake a cake, smear on the icing with a knife, buy the candles, and wait at the dining table until she walked in. Sometimes, I’d have to go to bed because she wouldn’t be home until late but, whether it was on the actual day or the following day, I made sure that we sang Happy Birthday and shared cake. It was never much of a celebration but it was my small way of expressing gratitude for everything she did for us.


In early 1971, there was cause for more celebration when she was offered an opportunity she couldn’t refuse, facilitated by a client who also happened to see London’s grande dame of skincare, a beauty therapist called Madame Lubatti. A rare opening had arisen to be the receptionist at her Marylebone clinic. The only slight difficulty was that Mum suffered from a form of rosacea-acne – not the greatest advertisement when you are the first impression for arriving clients. Madame Lubatti gave her the job but insisted on treating her skin and, soon enough, the condition cleared up. I think that was the moment Mum truly understood the wonders of skincare.
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